ABSTRACT In recent years, discourse analysis has been deployed by academics as a methodology to understand the urban policy implementation process, in particular, the ways in which key actors exercise power. Much of the discourse-based research in urban policy has drawn upon the writings of Norman Fairclough and Michel Foucault and seeks to provide a critical scrutiny of texts and utterances of policy makers and other key actors. The methodological assumption that informs discourse-based approaches is that politics is an arena in which different interest groups seek to establish a particular narrative or version of events as a means to pursue political objectives. This article begins by setting out the theoretical influences that have informed discourse analysis. There then follows a discussion of some of the studies that have deployed discourse-based research within urban policy, an evaluation of its strengths and weaknesses as a method and an assessment for new areas of enquiry. The article's conclusion is that discourse analysis provides the researcher with a set of tools to interpret urban policy in a theoretically informed and insightful way. However, there are some pitfalls associated with its techniques that require consideration before any analysis should commence.
Introduction
It is evident from even the most cursory glance through some of the recent journals on urban policy that many more research articles deploying the methods associated with discourse analysis 1 are being published. In recent years, articles with a discourse analysis component have appeared in journals such as Urban Studies, 2 Housing Studies, Housing Theory and Society, Environment and Planning and Cities. Yet, the proliferation of discourse analysis in urban policy research has also been accompanied by a cacophony of criticism from the policy community and some academics who view much of the discourse-based research corpus as unsystematic and adding little to the evidence base (e.g. Parker & Burman, 1993; Antaki et al., 2002) . This disjuncture, between the increasing output of research informed by discourse analysis and its hostile reception from some quarters, is a good reason to take stock and evaluate its utility. 3 The extent to which discourse analysis can provide insight and the degree to which criticism of it is justified is the focus of this article.
There are two substantive reasons as to why discourse analysis is often utilised in the field of urban policy and other applied social science disciplines. First, an acknowledgement that research that focuses exclusively on the decision-making process can be too narrow or myopic. The merit of traditional policy research is its uncovering of the role of bureaucratic modes of organisation, managerial and implementation practices, yet it has been less successful in providing an analysis of some of the power and ideological conflicts that influence the deliberation of policy implementation (Stone, 1988; Fischer & Forester, 1993; Hastings, 1998; Jacobs, 1999) .
Second, researchers increasingly recognise the important role of language in the policy arena. Academics who have deployed discourse analysis maintain that a study of language can provide significant insights that are not always evident from other research methodologies. These insights accrue particularly from scrutinising some of the ways in which language is used to pursue political and organisational objectives as well as how policy documents are interpreted by their intended audience. It is argued that a close examination of language in the form of utterances and texts can provide a richer and more nuanced understanding of the policy process than is possible from more traditional methods or techniques. As Fairclough et al. (2004) explain, "people not only act and organize in particular ways, they also represent their ways of acting and organizing, and produce imaginary projections of new or alternative ways, in particular discourses" (p. 2). The way in which actions are represented in language is therefore of crucial interest.
Influences upon Discourse-Based Methodologies in Urban Policy Research
Before examining some recent examples of discourse-focused research it is expedient to explore some of the influences that have informed discourse analysis. Hastings (1999) traces the interest in discourse analysis in the field of urban policy research to the "spawning sub-discipline of cultural geography which, since the early 1980s, has been engaged in exploring the contested meanings that are a feature of city life" (p. 8). For Hastings, discourse analysis has been informed by the work of cultural geographers who have sought to understand the representation of spatial phenomena in literature, art and the iconography of the city-that is, the symbolic impact of the built environment and cityscapes on social life. Though there can be no doubt that the work of cultural geographers has been of importance there are other formative influences too. For example, worthy of citation are the linguistic philosophies of Wittgenstein (1974) and Winch (1977) and the writings of the political scientist William Connolly (1983) , all of whom emphasised the performative aspects of language. For Wittgenstein and Winch, since the meaning of words is always expressive and inseparable from practice, it was necessary to focus on language to understand more fully the complex ways in which human agents interpret their environment. For Connolly (1983) , the language of politics is "an institutionalised structure of meaning that channels political thought or action in certain directions" (p. 1). His perspective had a significant impact on political science in that it encouraged researchers to see language not as a conduit for concepts or ideas but as a political activity in its own right. 4 The work of Connolly has spurred academics to view policy language in an altogether different light and to question the long held assumption that policy language is a neutral medium in which ideas and an objective work can be both represented and discussed.
Recent Examples of Urban Policy Research that have Used Discourse Analysis
There is no better way of assessing the merits of discourse-based approaches in urban policy research than to explore some of the articles from this corpus. However, before doing so, it is helpful to distinguish between different approaches that are commonly deployed by academics utilising discourse analysis. Lees (2004) identifies two strands of discourse analysis within the field of urban policy research: political economy informed analysis and Foucauldian-inspired research. The first emanates from some of the Marxist writings of the late 1970s that extolled the significance of ideology and political economy in enabling powerful vested interest groups to impose hegemony. For Lees, this strand includes the methods associated with Norman Fairclough known as 'critical discourse analysis' as well as the study of 'discourse coalitions' advanced by writers such as Dryzek (1993) , Fischer and Forester (1993) , Hajer (1993) , Davoudi and Healey (1995) , Newman (1996) and Rydin (1998) . Such commentators have sought to establish the linguistic strategies that are deployed by key actors to shape policy agendas (see Harrison et al., 2004 for a recent example from this perspective). Though Lees does not mention them, the work of Laclau and Mouffe (1985) also requires some acknowledgement. Their work emphasises the significance of political conflict in shaping discursive practices and it has been influential for researchers interested in charting the impact of political ideologies such as Thatcherism and neo-liberalism at a macro-level (e.g. Hall, 1988) . However, Laclau and Mouffe do not seek to interrogate specific texts in detail; instead their focus is on the interconnections between different ideological discourses. Their work is also highly theorised and written at a level of abstraction which may explain why their work has had only limited impact on investigations examining specific aspects of the urban policy process. 5 The second strand identified by Lees is work that draws upon the historical writings of Michel Foucault (Foucault, 1972 (Foucault, , 1980 (Foucault, , 1991 . Lees argues that Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis advances a view that language plays an instrumental role in establishing 'regimes of truth' (Foucault, 1980) by which social problems are formulated and addressed. Discourse analysts, writing from a Foucauldian perspective, claim that power is not reducible to individual agency but is instead constituent of a network of relations. In other words, the exercise of power is contingent on the relationships formed between individuals within and beyond organisations. The second important component of a Foucauldian approach is the emphasis upon the recursive relationship between language and power rather than seeing language as simply a reflection of power relations. Therefore, language practices both shape and are shaped by power relations. Work that has drawn from Foucault very often adopts a historical approach by setting out how regimes of truth are articulated and reveal evidence of contradictions or ruptures in the text which may be evident, albeit less explicitly. There are examples that provide an explicit rationale for the approach (Atkinson, 1999; Stenson & Watt, 1999; Sharp & Richardson, 2001 ) whilst others such as Vagnby and Jensen (2002) overlook this. The argument advanced by Lees (2004) that a distinction can be made between two discourse-based research approaches is certainly helpful for situating the most influential modes of critical discourse methodologies. However, it is necessary to mention some other variants of discourse-based research that fall outside of Lees' typology yet have some relevance for urban policy research. In particular, some acknowledgement should be made of the linguistic and ethnomethodological strands of discourse analysis that have been developed by social psychologists. Notably those associated with the 'Discourse and Rhetoric Group' in the Department of Social Sciences at Loughborough University in the UK (e.g. Billig, 1995; Potter, 1996 Potter, , 2003 Edwards, 1997; Antaki et al., 2002) alongside the work of Wetherell et al. (2001) . Discursive psychology focuses on the actor's interpretations and how these are produced in discourse. The methods of discursive psychology have been used successfully to analyse transcriptions of conversations so researchers interested in analysing, in detail, data gathered from interviews are likely to find this mode of analysis particularly useful.
Discourse Analysis Informed by Political Economy
Clearly, if discourse analysis is to be valued in the area of urban policy, it will be incumbent on researchers to be explicit about the techniques deployed. One of the advantages of utilising Fairclough's approach (1989 Fairclough's approach ( , 1992 Fairclough's approach ( , 1995 is that it provides a clear analytical structure for engaging in discourse analysis. Fairclough adopts a threedimensional framework:
. text analysis-this entails the study of the structure of text, vocabulary and grammar cohesion; . discursive practice-this involves the analysis of the processes in which texts are framed, that is, the context in which statements are made and feed into other debates; and . social practice-this requires a study of discourse in relation to wider power structures and ideology.
Together the framework links three analytical traditions to exhibit the inter-connections between policy texts and broader political change. Those who have used Fairclough's approach have sought to reveal how language is deployed to legitimise action and structure the parameters of policy intervention (Jacobs & Manzi, 1996; Jackson, 1999; Taylor, 1999; Jacobs, 2004) . The research within the corpus draws both on discourse and on the wider economic and political context. Collins (2000) , for example, provides a detailed case study of trade union opposition to the closure of the shipyards in Glasgow, Scotland, during the early 1970s. His study provides a richly informed sociological account of the background to the dispute by using discourse analysis to scrutinise text in close detail. Unusually for a discourse analyst within the urban studies corpus, Collins draws upon the Russian writer Volosinov (1986) , whose emphasis is on the value judgements that are embedded in utterances and texts (see Collins, 1999) and argues that discourse analysis is linked to a form of political economy that can provide a valuable methodological approach to understand policy change.
Marston (2002) provides a valuable discussion of the challenges that arise in using critical discourse analysis in the study of housing policy processes. Marston embraces Fairclough's approach, suggesting it can be deployed "to illustrate how 'ideological cues' work to facilitate policy change" (p. 88). For Marston, ideological discourses are often used by actors within organisations to promote specific policy agendas that are commensurate with their interests. Yet Marston raises some concerns about Fairclough's version of critical discourse analysis. In particular, Marston argues that the use of critical discourse analysis is not sufficient on its own to capture adequately the complexity of the policy process. He maintains that additional qualitative and ethnographic techniques are also required alongside an analysis of discourse to more fully account for contemporary developments in housing and urban policy. Other criticisms about the application of discourse analysis are returned to later on in the article.
More recently, Marston (2004a, b) has drawn upon critical discourse analysis to discuss the impact of market-inspired changes during the latter part of the 1990s, in the management and provision of public housing in Queensland. Marston's focus is on what he terms 'managerial subject positions'. These are the sets of beliefs or assumptions that actors working with housing departments adhere to. In the case of Queensland's housing department, Marston argues that, on the one hand, some policy actors who were opposed to the implementation of market-based reforms sought to align their subject positions with more oppositional ideological discourses and the perspectives of disadvantaged tenants. On the other hand, there were actors who embraced public housing reforms, yet were reluctant to accept the concept and practice of new managerialism. A key strength of Marston's recent work is that, by focusing on the specific details of management practices, he is able to excavate the subtleties that are so often ignored from more structurally based approaches to policy changes. He also seeks to counter one of the principal objections to discourse-informed analysis by writers such as Imrie et al. (1996) and Lees (2004) , that discourse analysis has little practical relevance to those seeking to change urban policy practices. Marston (2004a) explicitly focuses on what he calls 'sites of resistance', where individuals challenge "colonising discourses, inequalities and hierarchical power relations in organisational settings" (p. 18) in an attempt to counter the criticism that discourse analysis has no clear practical utility.
Other contributions worthy of mention include Arapoglou's (2004) study of the governance of homelessness in Greece. Arapoglou compares key policy texts and interviews with policy actors to reveal how both philanthropic and managerial discourses are deployed by government agencies to justify their interventions in the delivery of services to homeless people. The issue of homelessness is the subject of another discoursebased analysis undertaken by Klodawsky et al. (2002) . Their research deploys a content analysis of media portrayals of homelessness in the Ottawa Citizen newspaper in Canada. Their analysis highlights how systemic issues relating to the causes of homelessness are downplayed at the expense of more pathological interpretations and how, in turn, this discourse is used to justify policies that distinguish between the deserving and undeserving poor.
Skillington (1998) also provides another good example of the contribution that can be made by discourse-based methods. In his study, he uses a textual oriented analysis drawing upon Fairclough to examine the redevelopment of Dublin's city centre. Skillington argues that symbolic and referential discourses have created an insular hegemonic paradigm that promotes a tight demarcation of public and private space, thereby making it difficult to establish progressive or alternative visions of urban renewal. Drawing upon an evidence base of articles in the Irish Times newspaper in the early 1990s, he examines how structural power relationships are reinforced through narratives relating to urban redevelopment.
Foucauldian-Inspired Analysis
While writers such as Arapoglou (2004) and Marston (2004a&b) have utilised discourse analysis to explore in detail the machinations of organisational practices, others have Discourse Analysis and its Utility for Urban Policy Research 43 deployed a discourse analysis in a broader setting by taking an explicitly historical approach that draws upon the work of Michel Foucault (1971 Foucault ( , 1974 Foucault ( , 1977 Foucault ( , 1980 . One of the key claims advanced by Foucault is that discourses can be viewed as a complex set of competing ideas and values, all of which are actualised in our everyday practices and that the key task for researchers is to identify how discourses exemplify conflicts over meaning that are linked to power. For Foucault, discourse plays a pivotal role in establishing what he terms 'regimes of truth', that is, the grounds from which we assert understandings about the social world. For Foucauldian-inspired scholarship, our understandings of politics are subject to historical shifts that are contingent on the diffuse ways that power is exercised.
Writers within the urban policy tradition who have embraced Foucauldian methods such as Richardson (2004) and Sharp and Richardson (2001, p. 196) interpret discourses as "a multiple and competing set of ideas and metaphors embracing both texts and practices". They argue that changes in discourses are the outcome of power conflicts in which different groups vie to impose their agenda, rather than of a rational, deliberative set of events. Within an Australian context, Dean (1999) has examined how neo-liberal discourses have incorporated aspects of welfare-oriented language as a means of securing greater legitimacy. This appropriation of more social forms of governance is an aspect of contemporary politics where Foucauldian scholarship has made an important contribution. The claim made is that discourses establish regimes of truth that to a large extent determine the acceptable formulations of problems and their solution. Within this paradigm, texts are construed as representing a body of statements that perform a number of functions, for example, rhetorical, legitimising and synthesising activities.
Robert Beauregard (1993) has been influential amongst Foucauldian-inspired writers in the urban studies field. Beauregard takes an historical approach to the city from the 19th century to the current era to chart how North American cities have been represented and how, in turn, this representation has informed policy discourses and popular understandings of the city. For Beauregard, texts are instrumental in creating narratives of urban decline and his work has influenced a number of recent discursive approaches to the city (see Boyle & Rogerson, 2001 for a discussion).
The influence of Foucault is evident in the work of Stenson and Watt (1999) and Mele (2000) . Stenson and Watt draw upon Foucault to examine two local government economic regeneration texts produced by policy makers in the UK in the late 1990s. They argue that proponents of neo-liberal policies have successfully incorporated the language of social democratic discourse in order to secure greater legitimacy with the wider public. The focus of Mele's (2000) article is the symbolic representations of the city and how these inform 20th-century accounts of urban change. Mele uses stakeholder perceptions to show how wider discourses relating to the city can facilitate a benevolent and normalising view of major urban restructuring. In particular, Mele examines how powerful discourses of poverty and urban decay acted as a break on rational planners' aspirations to redevelop New York's Lower East Side following the economic depression of the 1930s. Parker's (2000) article "Tales of the City: Situating Urban Discourse in Place and Time" is typical of some of the many Foucauldian-inspired works inspired by cultural studies. Parker's aim, in this instance, is to provide an alternative to what he terms "linear, evolutionist accounts of urban development" (p. 233). He engages in a genealogical mode of analysis to chart how different disciplinary discourses are superseded at certain historical junctures. Parker's sources include literature, cinema and poetic readings and some of the works often cited in the field of cultural studies such as Berman (1983) and Davis (1992) . He argues that a cyclical reading of the city in which connections are made between different episodes is more fruitful than linear histories or narratives that seek to portray the city as an outcome of sequential practices and events. On the surface, Parker's argument may appear to have only tangential relevance to our understanding of urban policy making. However, a close reading reveals some interesting ideas about how city life is conceptualised and the ways in which narratives establish an assemblage or contextual space in which policies are enacted.
Franklin (2001) also deploys a Foucauldian-inspired approach to examine competing perspectives on housing design and quality. Franklin argues that the built form has been neglected by writers drawing upon discourse analysis, in part because the physical component of housing is generally seen as the province of architecture and built environment disciplines. This neglect is addressed by examining texts on urban design published by government agencies and the building industry itself. In this respect her study provides an example of the new areas that can be explored using discourse analysis.
So far, all of the examples within this strand have been cited to illustrate the range and depth of the methodological approach. However, it should be pointed out that some works are more problematical. An example of a Foucauldian-inspired discourse analysis that exemplifies some of the concerns identified by critics is Vagnby and Jensen's (2002) analysis of changes in Danish urban policy. Though the authors set out to provide a discourse analysis, their study does not advance an explicit framework for analysis. Instead it provides an historical account of developments in policy, divided into three historical 'eras'. 7 It is deficient in three respects. It does not explore power relations between different actors adequately; it does not provide sufficient social and political context to explain changes in policy; nor does it provide a sufficient description of the texts that have been used to develop the main arguments in the article. Vagnby and Jensen's article is one of many that claim to use discourse analysis methods, but disappoint the reader by failing to provide an adequate explanation of methods or by not revealing how these methods have informed the analysis.
Returning once again to Lees' distinction between different modes of discourse analysis-namely, the political economy and the Foucauldian-based scholarship-it should be evident from the above discussion that both strands have provided incisive commentaries on the urban policy process. At the risk of generalisation, the Foucauldian strand provides a firm basis for engaging in detailed archival scholarship and is perhaps best suited to more historical based analysis and for researchers who purport that discourse is a reflection of power relationships. The political economy strand of research (including work inspired by Fairclough and by discourse coalition theorists such as Dryzek, 1993 and Hajer, 1993 ) is more amenable to researchers keen to emphasise the material and economic factors that shape policy discourses and the recursive relationship between language and power. 8 
Criticisms of Discourse Analysis
Insufficient space prohibits a more detailed critique of the different traditions of discourse analysis. 9 However, the following section explores the validity of some of the most common epistemological and practical criticisms of discourse analysis (in all its variants) made within the context of urban policy research. Certainly, there are examples to show that some of the researchers who foreground language are not always clear about their Discourse Analysis and its Utility for Urban Policy Research 45 conceptual suppositions or explicit enough about their methods when conducting an analysis. Articles such as Vagnby and Jensen (2002) , as already noted, require more detailed empirical evidence to back up some of the claims made.
Other objections frequently raised can be overcome. For example, it is not unusual for critics to dismiss discourse-based analysis as insular and of little practical relevance. Yet the different strands of discourse analysis have been instrumental in highlighting the way in which language is used in policy making and in providing a framework for critiquing contemporary practices. It is now common for media analysts to draw attention to the marketing of politics and the importance of presentation. In the UK, for example, the Labour Government's engagement with the media and the presentation of its policies have been explored in considerable detail (see Fairclough, 2000) and there is now a much greater public understanding of the ways in which governments seek to influence public opinion and to counteract public cynicism. It would be something of an exaggeration to claim that the increase in public awareness can be attributed entirely to the emergence of discourse analysis but it has certainly made an important contribution.
A second charge often made against discourse analysis is that it has limited utility in a practical context. For example, Lees (2004) argues that "it is a rather benign form of social scientific research", because in her view "it does not engage sufficiently with the promotion of social justice and therefore is rarely utilized by actors who engage in forms of urban activism" (p. 105). This accusation, that those who deploy a discursive analysis do not pay sufficient regard to the promotion of social justice, is surprising in that the charge is not only too sweeping a generalisation but also suggests a misunderstanding of what discourse analysis entails. Discourse analysis is primarily interpretative in that those who deploy its methods are seeking to foreground the pivotal role that language performs in the realms of politics and urban governance. Many of the writers who have deployed discourse analysis have generally sought to use the methodology as a means to highlight organisational inequalities and contested dynamics of power (e.g. Lemke, 1995; Rydin, 1998; Dean, 1999; Fairclough, 2000) .
Similar and related accusations made against discourse analysis claim that it reduces all aspects of social life to discourse and that, because of its focus on language and text, those employing its methods very often fall into the trap of entangling ideas and concepts with those social and spatial practices that have a material existence independent of their discursive element (e.g. Imrie et al., 1996) . This accusation is based upon a misunderstanding. It is now generally recognised that discourse itself has a material component and is part of a more complex set of social events (Van Dijk, 1997; McKenna, 2004) . Furthermore, there is no claim that the material world or social structure do not exist and that everything is discourse (see Jacobs, 1999 for a discussion); rather it is our access to the material world that is mediated through discourse.
Furthermore, critics of discourse-based analysis often accuse its proponents of privileging individual agency and in particular subjectivity over structural factors arising from institutional practices and economic inequalities (e.g. Jessop, 1991; Badcock, 1996) , thereby reducing complex phenomena to simplistic categories. This is an important criticism that proponents of discourse analysis have sought to overcome by contextualising individual agency in the wider political and economic context. Both Foucauldian and critical discourse-inspired research do not attempt to study texts in isolation but instead draw upon historical and other sources to make connections between the texts or utterances and wider social practices.
Discourse analysis has also been accused of bias and distortion in that researchers who employ discourse-based methods select evidence that confirms their arguments and ignore contrary data. There is a tendency for some researchers who use a discourse-based approach to over-generalise and to infer too much from a particular example. The issue of whether or not a selection of a particular text can be representative is one that has bedevilled those engaged in discourse-focused research. A practical way to overcome this objection is to be explicit about the criteria for selecting discursive evidence and advancing a mode of analysis. It is also helpful when testing the validity of the interpretations advanced to explore the extent to which those agents operating in the field of enquiry accept the plausibility of the arguments advanced. Otherwise, as Goodchild and Cole (2001) warn, discourse-based approaches "risk degenerating into a confusing set of episodic narratives that cannot be put together" (p. 195) .
Another accusation often levelled against the proponents of discourse analysis is that there are manifold interpretations as to what 'discourse' actually entails. There is a basis to this claim; as Fairclough et al. (2004) acknowledge, "many social research papers identify discourses in whatever material they are analysing without giving much indication of what particular features characterize a particular discourse" (p. 3). It is therefore incumbent on researchers to be explicit in regard to what they understand as constituting discourse, but futile to impose 'a one size fits all' definition. As both the terms 'discourse' and 'discourse analysis' are subject to competing definitions, it is useful to reiterate the same points already made by Hastings (2000) ; that is, linguists usually use the term 'discourse' to denote a single or groups of utterances or texts, while in social theory they are often used to make apparent the connection between language use and power relations. As Hastings identifies, an insightful way of understanding 'discourse' and 'discourse analysis' is propounded by Van Dijk (1997) , in which 'discourse' is simply defined as "language use" and 'discourse analysis' as "the study of talk and text in context" (p. 3). 10 
Future Possibilities
What are the prospects for discourse analysis in the field of urban policy research? A number of conclusions can be drawn. It is evident from the criticisms made against discourse analysis that there are considerable challenges for the researcher seeking to deploy this methodology. In particular, researchers need to be aware and vigilant of the fact that urban policy texts are usually written for a particular audience and that this is the most important factor affecting the presentation of material as well as the imagery and language used. Also, in the area of policy work, most of the documents that are published are sanitised; that is, they are written in such a way as to iron out any indication of disagreement or contestation. The majority of documents published in the area of urban policy are intended to convey a version of the policy process as linear and systematic. For the researcher interested in language, it is evident that policy texts are used as a way of regulating social interaction, in that they define rules and parameters of policy interaction.
At the start of this article two questions were posed: first, to what extent can discourse analysis provide insights into the policy process and second, to what degree are the criticisms made against discourse analysis justified? For discourse analysis to become a more influential method of research in the field of urban policy studies it will be necessary for its proponents to take a much more rigorous justification of its rationale than has sometimes been the case. In practice, this entails adopting a clear methodological Discourse Analysis and its Utility for Urban Policy Research 47 framework that sets out the basis for the selection of texts and precise details of how the analysis is to be undertaken.
An explicit and clear approach is especially important if the methodology is to gain credibility and acceptance from the wider policy community. One of the biggest obstacles to this is the failure of some of the writers who deploy discourse methods to be precise about the terminology and to acknowledge the limitations of the methods. There is considerable scope for discourse analysis to be deployed as a supplementary tool to investigate some of the new and emerging issues within urban studies. However, for the methodology to have real purchase it is essential for researchers to write in a form that is accessible and to recognise its limitations.
The sample of articles summarised are testimony that discourse analysis as a methodological tool has considerable capacity to generate particular insights within urban policy. As already stated, Foucauldian-informed analysis is perhaps more appropriate for historically based archival research, whilst critical discourse analysis informed by Fairclough's work is especially suited to researchers keen to emphasise the recursive relationship between language and power and the importance of the economy on shaping policy discourses.
Finally, it is worth reflecting upon the future possibilities for urban policy research informed by discourse analysis. Four issues stand out. First, there is considerable scope for researchers to examine the ways in which certain words, currently prevalent in urban policy discourse, are deployed by policy makers. For example, terms such as 'sustainability', 11 'housing affordability' and 'regeneration' are widely used in the contemporary urban policy agenda, yet have only been subject to limited critical scrutiny. Discourse analysis offers an explicit basis to interrogate these and other terms and to show how they are deployed by policy makers at a strategic and ideological level.
Second, one of the most exciting developments in recent years has been the increasing technologisation of urban policy making. Innovations in computer technology in particular have heralded new possibilities for developing policy community networks, modes of consultation and decision making (see Amin & Thrift, 2002) . Already, urban policy making is affected by new developments that necessitate further sociological investigation and interrogation. There are good reasons to be optimistic that discourse analysis can help us understand these developments in more informed ways than has hitherto been the case, on account of its explicit commitment to contextualise the practices of communication exchange and interaction.
Third, as this brief survey of urban policy research informed by discourse-based research has shown, much of the research that has been undertaken has concentrated on the production of texts and the ways in which organisations use documents to promote a particular version of the policy agenda. There have been very few examples of research that focuses on reception-that is, the way in which texts and policy documents are interpreted by different policy audiences (for an example see Smith, 1999) . The main reason for this lacuna is practical, since making contact with consumers of contemporary policy texts is time consuming and necessitates bringing together a representative group audience to discuss specific publications. Nonetheless, it is an area worthy of analysis.
Fourth, this article has primarily focused on written texts, but some of the most innovative work has extended the methods usually associated with a textual based discourse analysis to other areas, for example, visual representations of the city and architecture. 12 There are clearly exciting possibilities for researchers to use the methods associated with discourse analysis to develop new research areas relevant to urban policy, for example, the visual marketing of city neighbourhoods by government agencies.
In conclusion, a close scrutiny of texts and performative language offers a valuable resource for the applied social science researcher, by enabling important insights about the conduct of urban policy. At its best, research that draws upon the methods of discourse analysis provide the reader with a theoretically informed, carefully argued and nuanced account of urban policy. However, the selection and scrutiny of the evidence base has an important bearing on the utility of the analysis advanced. For this reason, it is important that researchers who deploy these methods are vigilant when selecting the evidence for the analysis and careful not to over-generalise, especially when the evidence base is limited. However, so long as researchers remain vigilant to these issues, studies that draw upon the methods of discourse analysis will continue to be valued for the insights generated and the lucidity of arguments advanced.
